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	1. Brave New World

**Wassup? It's me, SpartaLazor, with yet another story that I'm posting before I originally planned to. The reason that this is up now is because I'm just feeling a little tired of writing for the same characters for so long. A Chord of Three and A Trainer's Blood Flows Within, I just needed to escape from those for a little while and write this. Also, this is up earlier just to see how well it is recepted.**

**So, happy reading. I hope you like it!**

**Also, new poll on my bio! It's for even moar stories!**

* * *

><p>The world was hell.<p>

Buildings lay in ruins, with the skeletons of cars collecting rust clogging the broken roads. Dead bodies of Marines lay around in the streets, killed by the hardlight weapons of their enemies. Almost all forms of electrical power were offline.

Large, robotic creatures roamed the ruined city, careful to sidestep the boiling hot magma. A different variant of the robots flew around with the larger ones, prepared to give them aid should a battle break out. Smaller, dog-like creature climbed the side of the buildings, getting a better view of their surroundings, hunting for any survivors.

This was the aftermath of the New Pheonix incident. When the Master Chief's plan to destroy the Didact's ship failed, over nine-tenths of Earth had been composed before the Infinity got a lucky shot, hitting the ships power supply, and then UNSC starships had unleashed a wave of nukes upon it.

Just after that happened, Prometheans suddenly began teleporting onto all of the OPDs and starships. The entire fleet was massacred. Earth's communications to the other colonies was cut, leaving any surviving UNSC forces trapped in hell.

There were only three more human-controlled territories on Earth; New York City, London, and Bejing. Everything else was property of the millions of Prometheans. Survivors would almost always die on their way to the UNSC territory, and only one in a thousand would ever actually make it.

Two figures were prone on the roof of a six-story tower, well above the Promethean Knight's sight. "You take the big bastard," one said to the other. "I'll take the flying bastard."

The second figured nodded, lining up the shot on his beam rifle. "We shall do it on the count of three."

"Copy." There was the quiet sound as the first figure pulled the bolt on her SRS back gentlely. She propped it up on the edge of the building, aiming down at the Watcher as it lazily floated around. The crosshairs came to rest on its head. "On three."

"One. Two. Three."

The sharp crack of the SRS silenced the sound of the beam rifle. The Watcher exploded into pieces as the round tore its head off. The Knight recoiled from the particle beam, and jerked around to find its assaultants, only to be nailed by another beam. It's body disentigrated into a shower of orange sparks.

"Nice shot, human," Getu complimented, as he stood up. He swung his rifle onto his back and pulled off his Covenant carbine. "Clean hit."

"Your's weren't that bad yourself," Michelle added, pulling the bolt to eject the spent round. "We should get moving. Those Crawlers will be back to see what all the noise was." She jumped off the edge of the building, and Getu followed.

Normally, this would be suicidal. But since the Prometheans had been fortifying their captured city, there was a pile of concrete slabs, salvaged from various parts of the city, under them, reaching up to the top of the building and it conviently provided access to the ground if you navigated it carefully.

"How far have we come?" Getu asked, staring out into the distance. "We started in that forest."

Michelle shrugged, gracefully landing on an angle block of concrete. "I dunno. Like a couple of miles?"

The two of them were in an Human-Sangheili peace talk when this whole thing started. Of the seventy humans and fifty elites, only ten were left alive. Those had been evacuated by Falcon, and included Them Vadum and Admiral Hood. The rest had been left, just as billions of humans had been left on colonies falling to the Covenant.

Scrowling, Michelle pictured the two sitting back in recliners on a distant planet, drinking martinis. Lucky for them, they were off planet. Sighing, she kicked a bent piece of rebar poking out from a slab of concrete. "From my estimates, since we're on foot, it'll be a month before we hit New York," she told her Sangheili companion. "That is, unless a Falcon comes and gets us."

"Yes, but what would be the odds of that?" Getu replied, as he jumped from a piece of bent steel beam on the third floor directly to the ground. His shields flared up, but they held and absorbed most of the impact.

Michelle jabbed the butt of her rifle in between two pieces of concrete, and used it to help keep her balance as she walked down a sharply angled peice. "Very slim," she admitted, "But I'm hopeful. Anything can happen."

"Indeed," Getu agreed, holding his hand out to her as she slowly manuvered through the giant heap of cracked cement. Michelle yanked her rifle from the pieces when she got to the nice flat slab. Reaching down, she grabbed Getu's hand, and he helped her to the ground.

Swapping her SRS for her DMR, Michelle wordlessly took the lead. Getu followed, tensely gripping his weapon. The two silentley walked along the broken sidewalk of a once busy street, each feeling the morbid loss of the city.

There were posters advertising a circus, an antique car show, and a new pub clinging to the damp walls of fallen buildings. Benches were knocked to the side, telephone booths shattered and ruined. New Pheonix was no longer a beautiful city.

The worst part were the piles of ash and dust. That were once human beings.

Michelle let out a sigh as she crouched down and ran her gloved fingers through a pile of ash that had a child's teddy bear laying next to it. "From dust you shall come, and to dust you shall return," she muttered, rubbing the ash between her fingers.

Her brain somehow refused to admit that this was once a human. It bascially defied all she had been taught in school. But, no one really taught Forerunner Weaponry Systems in her high school. Hell, when it came to aliens in high school, her teachers simply refused the exsistance of them, claiming that they were just the UNSC's lies to cover up an Insurrection victory streak.

She silently laughed to herself, remembering how she somehow managed to believe that at one point in time. And now, roughly decade later, she was at a living, breathing, alien's side.

"We must hurry," Getu urged her, as she stood up from the pile. "Those Crawlers are on their way." An inhuman howl echoed through the silenced city, as if punctuating the Sangheili's sentence.

Giving a breif nod, Michelle lead the way. She peered around the corners of buildings to check for enemies, while Getu kept her back covered. They made it over three hundred yards without seeing a single Promethean.

"Something's wrong," Michelle noted, lowering her rifle as she observed an intersection, cars blocking the whole thing up. "There should be some of them. They practically infest this whole city."

"Perhaps they were called into an engagement," Getu suggested, eyes darting from place to place, searching for any sign of movement. "Maybe they're making another push for this New York."

Michelle shook her head. "From what I've heard, it's the most fortified place on Earth now. Some scientists even found a way to jam the Knights' teleportation." She paused, biting her lower lip as she thought of a plan. "I'm going to make a run for one of those cars," she informed Getu. "Keep me covered."

Nodding, Getu switched back to his beam rifle. "Which one?"

"That truck," she replied, pointing at a green 2534 Ford F150. "You can ride in the back since you won't fit in the cab."

"Great," Getu muttered. "Just go, and keep your head down."

Michelle made a mad dash for the truck, not heeding his words. She tossed her DMR through the open window, and tested the door handle. Fortunately, it was unlocked. She yanked it open, and brushed the pile of ash out of the driver's seat. Climbing in, she motioned for Getu to follow.

The alien bounded across the cracked asphalt road, and jumped into the back of the truck. "I'm ready when you're ready," he told her, as he adjusted his legs to get comfortable. It was hard, since his legs were at an odd angle, and the only postion he felt right in was crouching.

The engine sputtered to life, and Michelle floored it. She wanted to get out of this damn hell hole as fast as she could. Soon, they were roaring down the roads.

"Human, this will attract attention," Getu told her, stating the blatantly obvious. "The Prometheans will be able to find us."

"No matter," Michelle called over the engine. "We can out run them in this."

Getu sighed. She was always like this, thinking that they could do something but failing in that. He readied his Storm Rifle, knowing that this was going to end horribly.

Sure enough, the demonic screech of the Crawlers rang out, and the silver creatures ran out from behind a building, unleashing waves of hardlight into the truck. Getu took aim at one, and fired as they passed by it.

"That went to hell fast!" Michelle shouted, swerving to splatter a Crawler. "Hold on tight!"

The Sangheili was pumping plasma into the the Crawlers chasing them, who were doing a good job at keeping up. The truck had to be going at least seventy miles an hour, and here these Prometheans were just short of the tail gate.

Getu's shields flared as stray round of orange light stuck him. He recoiled slightly from each shot, but soon fired into the mob behind them, wiping out three with headshots.

The back windshield shattered as hardlight pierced it, narrowly missing the back of Michelle's head. "Oh shit!"

At first Getu thought that she was reffering to the near-miss. But as the truck executed a sharp turn, he caught a glimpse of the three Knights running at them, Incineration Cannons firing off shots.

They teleported, and appeared in front of the truck on its new path. "Hell," Michelle cursed. "Hold on to your hat!"

"Why do I need to..." Getu's voice trailed off as he realized that Michelle was accelerating. The Knights stood their ground, and fired off three shots from their cannons simutaneously. The red orbs detonated just under the front bumper of the truck, sending it into the air.

When it came down, it rolled over twice, and came to a complete stop. Unsure as to whether there were any survivors, the Knights began closing in on the wreck, with the Crawlers flanking them.


	2. The New Member

_Chapter Two: The New Member_

**Outskirts of New Pheonix, Arizona**  
><strong>October 30, 2557<strong>

Michelle groaned as she woke up, vision blurring. She could make out the burning remains of a truck, and heard the distinctive cracks of a DMR. Sitting. " up, she felt dizzy, and that's when she saw that she was covering in her own blood.

All around her were the silver remains of Promethean Crawlers, and the orange liquid that went in them. Suddenly, a dissolving body of a Knight flew over the remains of the vehicle, and hit the ground several feet from her.

"Getu?" she asked, looking around for her compatriot. Remains of the Forerunner AI's were scattered everywhere, with the occasional small pool of orange liquid here and there.

"Yes?" the Elite replied, walking around the truck, DMR in one hand and activated Energy Sword in the other. "It's about time you got up. I've had to fight these Prometheans off myself."

Standing up, Michelle staggered to the side, but managed to regain her balance, thanks to Getu grabbing hold of her shoulder to keep her from falling.

"You've lost a lot of blood," the Elite said, flicking his wrist to deactivated the sword. "You might be disorientated for a little while." Getu handed her the DMR. "The vehicle's wrecked, and we need to get moving now, before more of the Prometheans arrive."

Michelle nodded, still lightheaded. "We're still outside of New Pheonix, aren't we?" She attached her rifle to the magnetic plates on her back, and started walking down the broken road, Getu following behind her. "We didn't get anywhere with the truck, right?"

Getu shook his head. "The Prometheans sabotaged all of the other vehicles once they saw how we almost escaped. We're going to have to go on foot."

Kicking a silver piece of a Crawler, Michelle looked back at Getu. "How can you species worship these things?" she asked, stumbling a little in the recoil of her kick.

Letting out a breath of irritation, Getu, folded his arms. "It's not all of my speices. Most of the sane ones are on the side of the Sephratists. At least our species have them same religion, not like humans."

"Fair enough," Michelle replied, sensing that she might've hit him with an insulting question. "Are you sure that all of the cars are ruined?"

"Most within the city, but I'm sure that the Knights informed others," Getu answered. "They're probably working on taking out as many as they can." To puncuate the sentence, there was a muffled explosion back in the city.

Michelle threw her hands up in defeat. "I guess we'll have to walk. This will take a while." She took two steps, and then shook her head. "But I'm not walking all the way to New York. That's just not going to happen..." she released a tired breath, even though she hadn't gone very far.

"Perhaps we should find a place to rest," Getu suggested, putting the hilt of his sword back on his hip. "After all, you are wounded," he added, gesturing to the scrapes and cuts covering her body. Dried blood was caked to the armor in several locations.

Michelle shook her head. "I can walk, I can shoot, and I'm fine," she insisted. "Just a little dizzy from loss of blood."

Getu scoffed. "So I noticed. You're stumbling around worse than a drunk on New Year's Day," he told her, falling back on some of his human holiday knowledge. "There." He pointed at a small building just off the highway they were walking on. "We should stop there, and see if we can get any supplies."

Michelle wrinkled her brow in confusion as she saw the sign for the building. "And just what worthy supplies will we find in an Exxon? Gas? I'm sure that such an easy target has already been raided."

"There just might be something worth something in there," Getu replied. "Food, water, maybe something more."

"Yeah, and while we're in there, I'll grab a few lottery tickets," Michelle commented, hefting her DMR into her hands. "Then again, maybe we should grab some booze and some cigarettes. That would be worth it."

The Sangheili sighed. "I forgot how sarcastic you humans can be. I've had to deal with several people like you, mainly during the Unggoy-Human Peace talks. Or rather, it was the humans that were doing the talking; the grunts were just sucking methane."

"And you say humans are sarcastic. That was pretty harsh."

"Harsh, yes. Unrealistic, no. That's almost exactly how it went. I was there."

"I see," Michelle said, side-stepping a pile of ash. She was still trying to comprehend the whole 'Prometheans turn humans into ashes' thing. No one really ever saw that coming. "And just what was an elite doing in the peace talks for grunts?"

Getu clicked his mandibles. "I don't know. Fleetmaster Vadum wanted me to be the one to report what exactly transpired there, so I went."

"Didn't you once tell me that Vadum wanted to kill you?" Michelle asked, rubbing the back of her neck. She was almost able to walk without stumbling again. "He made you fight that Shipmaster a while back?"

"That was back when we were in the Covenant," Getu explained. "I was exiled from the Covenant, and then I had began to take care of you after your pod crashed into the ring, and you were wounded, and all the other Sangheili weren't to happy about that. Especially the Shipmaster. So, he had us hunted down and captured."

"I remember," Michelle muttered, her mind flashing back to the event. They were still walking along the highway, weaving in and out of the myraid of flaming and smoking cars. The gas station was only a few more meters.

The Exxon station hadn't fared all that well in the Promethean take-over. The two 'x's in the sign had fallen off, and were no where to be seen. The glass windows where shattered, and there were holes in the walls where the hardlight from the Forerunner weapons had struck.

"Well, this looks lovely," Michelle commented, opening the door and holding it open for her elite counterpart. "Elites first. You're more likely able to take on any hostiles that will be in here."

The interior of the gas station was even worse than the exterior. Rows of empty shelves lined the walls, and the drink refrigerators in the back were also void of anything that would prove useful. The lights were out, and several shelves were overturned the middle of the room. Back in one corner, there were some crates forming a small barricade.

Meandering over to them, Michelle took a quick look behind the boxes and saw what she figured that she would see. Two piles of ash, each one with a weapon in it. The first had an M6C pistol, whilst the other had a full blown MA5 Assault Rifle. Not the new models, but the good old-fashioned kind that held 60 rounds.

"Well, at least we didn't come up empty handed," the Marine said, taking the pistol and slipping it into a pouch on her hip, and putting the MA5 on her back where the DMR had been. She was holding the M395 in her hands.

Getu was scavenging around in at the counter of the store, hoping to find some food. "There's nothing in here," he finally said, admitting defeat.

"Told ya." Michelle head back over to the bathroom areas. "Check the cash register, and them grab some lottery tickets and we'll make our way out of here."

The bathrooms were in the dark back hall of the Exxon station. The lights above the hall flickered on and off, casting an eerie feeling over the whole scene. Michelle felt tense, whether it was out of fear of the omnious setting or just her imagination, she didn't know.

Then, she heard movement. It sounded like footsteps and then a squeaking door, and it came from the men's restroom. Michelle raised her DMR at the door, and slowly walked forward. "I swore never to go into the men's room," she muttered to herself. "So much for that."

The men's room was almost what she expected. White tile floors and checkered wall tiles. The sinks were built into the walls, and were motion activated. There were three stalls open, and a fourth one close. In each of the open ones, she saw a pile of ash.

Heh. When the Prometheans came, they had been caught with their pants down. Literally.

She kept her rifle steady as she went for the fourth and last stall. The movement definitely came from back there. "Hello?" Michelle called out.

"Who's there?" came the reply.

Michelle breathed a sigh of relief. At least it was a human in there. "I'm with the UNSC," she said. "It's safe to come out."

Slowly, the ugly-green stall door squeaked as it opened, and a man poked his head out. He looked to be roughly in his mid-fifties, with graying hair, and some faint wrinkles on his face. "Are you sure it's safe?"

"Positive, sir," Michelle said, lowering her DMR. "We've checked the building, and there's no Prometheans in here. They're all either in the city, or somewhere else."

"That's reassuring," the man said, stepping out of the stall. He was wearing a checkered buisness suit, almost matching the bathrooms walls. "I was afraid that I was going to have to hide there forever." Reaching back into the stall, the man pulled out two breifcases, and held one in each hand. "Well then, take me to your bird."

"What?"

"The evac ship. Pelican, Falcon, I don't even care if it's a Hornet, get me behind human lines," the man ordered. He held one of the briefcases forward. "There's some money in it for you."

"Well..." Michelle started awkwardly. "There's no easy way to put it, but we're going on foot. The UNSC abandoned this place, and left any survivors to fend for themselves. We've lost all communication with them. We're on our own out here."

The man sighed, and looked at the floor. "I guess that means that I'll have to stick with you and whoever you're with," he said, seeming as if his voice was full of regret. "I won't cause any trouble, I promise. Just keep me alive."

Michelle hesitated. They didn't have enough food for a single person, let alone three. She didn't even know how much an elite had to eat, since they were larger than humans. But she couldn't just leave the man here to die.

She stuck her hand out. "Welcome to the Screwed Survivors Club. I'm Michelle Collins. My partner is Getu Sel'gath."

The man set down a breifcase, and shook her hand. "I am Thurston Howell the Third," he said. "I'll try not to hold you back very much."

"You better not," Michelle warned, leading him out of the bathrooms. "Can you shoot?"

"Yes, I can."

"Can you hit a target?"

"Not in the slightest."

Sighing, Michelle reached into her pouch and pulled out the M6C. "I'm giving this to you. Use it only in emergencies, and do not by any means lose it. Someday, that weapon could be our last, and we all would have to depend on it."

"I understand," Howell said, struggling to take the weapon in one hand, forced to set down a breifcase again. He took the pistol and tucked it inside in jacket pocket. "I'll treasure it always."

"You better," Michelle told him. "What's in the cases?" she asked.

"Well, this one, " he held up the one in his left hand, "has my personal items. And this one," he lifted up the one in his right hand, "has my valubles."

"They won't slow you down, will they?" Michelle asked, shifting her DMR. "If they will, they'll have to be left behind."

"They shouldn't."

"Open them," she ordered. "I'll have to judge this myself." Michelle turned back to the main room of the store. "How's it going Getu?"

"Um...There wasn't anything in the cash register," he replied. "And I have no idea what a lottery ticket is."

"I'll get them in a minute," she told him. Howell had set the cases down on a small counter, and flipped the latches. The first one contained a pillow, a small blanket, and a teddy bear. The other contained...holy shit, that was a lot of money.

"All that is mine," Howell said proudly. "I earned it all with my own two hands. I couldn't simply leave it behind."

Michelle sighed and weighed each of the cases in her hand, all the while eyeing the stash of money in the one case. "Well," she said, setting them down. "I guess it's not too heavy. You can take them. But at the first moment we need to, you're going to ditch them."

"Fine," Howell agreed. "Although I have to keep Teddy with me. I can't sleep without him."

Walking out to meet Getu at the store's counter, Michelle rolled her eyes. Great, some psycho that had a teddy bear. Great. She snatched a lotto ticket from the case on the counter. "Let's go," she ordered. "We need to find some food and shelter."

_**A**/**N: A free, virtual cookie to whomever knows where I got the character Thurston Howell the Third from. And no, don't just go Google it, cheaters.**_


	3. Playing House

_Chapter Three: Playing House_

**_Today is my birthday, so I figured why not update? I hope you enjoy._**

**Highway 87, Arizona  
>November 01, 2557<strong>

It was amazing. None of the three had said anything in almost two whole days. Getu led the way, keeping his Beam Rifle in hand to take out any of the Prometheans should they get in the way. But, apparently on Highway 87, the Forerunner AI's found little interest. They hadn't seen one in days.

"Where are we?" Howell asked, lugging his two suitcases at the back of the pack. "It seems like we've been walking for days."

"We have," Michelle replied, reading off a map that she had found in a truck that was completely devoid of gas. "Two, to be precise." She jabbed her finger at a yellow squiggly line that went up from the city of New Pheonix. "We're on Highway 87, several miles west of the Tonto National Forest," she explained.

"I see," Howell said, squinting at the map. "And I suppose that it'll be a while before we get to where we're going right?"

"Um...yeah," Michelle answered, shooting him a strange look. "We're in Arizona, and we're going to New York. That's completely on the other half of the country."

Howell's stomach growl, and he growled in irritation. "When will we get some more food? I hate have to ration what we have. I need more."

Michelle sighed, and Getu shot a quick look back. "There's a town called Payson to the north. If we walk all day, we might just make it before nightfall. We can spend the night there, and get some food. Perhaps even find a radio that still works."

"I hope there is," Howell muttered as he tugged at his jacket with his free hand. His other hand held both suitcases. "I'm used to eating much better than these MREs."

"Well rich boy," Michelle said, slapping him on the back. "You'll just have to get used to it. After all, war is hell. Earth is hell. You can't just find a five-star restaurant at all anymore."

"I think that you mean it won't exactly be up and running," Howell corrected. "It'll still be there, just not operational."

"Yeah, whatever."

And that was how most of the conversations over the past few days had gone, as few as there were. Howell would complain about something, and Michelle would tell him to get over it. Getu remained silent as he followed them, keeping his eyes peeled for Prometheans.

"We should take up shelter for the night," Howell recommended. "I need to get some sleep in an actual bed if we plan to keep going on foot."

Michelle rolled her eyes. Here we go again. It hadn't even been a full minute since his last complaint. "Okay then, I'll make you a deal. You find an actual bed out here in the middle of no where, and we'll set up camp there, and you can take the bed."

"How about over there?" Howell pointed at a structure off in the distance. There was a house several hundred yards from the highway, and it looked intact. They couldn't see it very well, there was a lot of vegetation in the way, but there was unmistakeably a house.

As much as she hated letting Howell take them off course, Michelle shrugged. "Well, let's go then." Deep down, she was actually grateful that there would be a roof over their head for the night. "But I call first dibs on any food."

Howell folded his arms. "Well then, if that's the way it's going to be. I'll have to call dibs on the most comfortable bed in the house."

"Getu," Michelle turned to the Elite. "You can get seconds on food. We'll split it up evenly so we'll all have some." She saw the joy in Howell's eyes, and the calmness in Getu's. "But..." She saw the joy faded from Howell instantly. "...we have to ration if we want to have enough food to make it to Payson."

Howell sighed and patted his fat stomach. "It looks like I could've saved money on that gym membership. With as much food as we're eating now, I'll be skinnier than a stick at the end of this."

The house was small and empty. Fortunately, it showed no signs of looters. Michelle tried the doorknob, but the door was locked. "That's more good news," she mused. "Means no one's been able to get in, at least through this door."

"Yes, but then how are we getting in?" Howell asked. "If looters haven't gotten through the door, then that means we might no be able to either."

Michelle shot a look at Getu. "Do not worry," said the Elite, rearing his foot back. "I will take care of it." He swung his foot forward, slamming it into the door. The door promptly shattered into thousands of splinters, allowing access in. "And that, ladies and gentleman, is how it's done," Getu said, taking a bow.

Howell nodded in approval. "That's not exactly how I would have done it myself, but nevertheless, it got the job done, didn't it? Now, let's get some well needed rest."

After several seconds of exploring the house, the three travelers, reached a conclusion. This would make a great place to camp out for a while. There were beds and stocks of food. The TV's were intact and there were dozens of movies laying around, and thousands of hours of recorded shows on the TV's hard drive. But, the downside was that it was an obvious place. Any more survivors would probably seek shelter here once they saw it, and would turn hostile when the saw the group already there.

"What I don't understand," Howell said, munching on some chips as he leaned back in the chair, selecting a new show with the remote in his greasy hands, "is why humans turn against each other in desperate situations. Wouldn't they achieve more by working together?"

"They would," Michelle answered, relaxing on the couch. She laced her fingers under her head, and closed her eyes. "But it's a simple quality of man, that when faced with extinction, all other options are preferable."

Getu was sitting on the floor awkwardly, since the other chair in the room wouldn't support his weight. "She is right, Mr. Howell," said the alien, calmly watching the TV show. "Many times I have seen humans turn on each other just to ensure their own survival."

"Tch," he muttered, noisily crunching another potato chip. "For me, all I would have to do is start waving my money around, and they'd all become loyal to none other than myself." He crumpled up the now empty chip bag, and tossed it across the room. They didn't plan on staying there for more than tonight, so who really cared about being tidy?

"Actually," Michelle said, "When the Covenant, or these Prometheans invade, no one's really concerned about who has the most money. It really all comes down to who's going to live the longest and provide for their family. And, they'd probably just take your money and shoot you, if they wanted it for some reason."

"Well, it's of no matter," the rich old man said, rising from his chair and brushing the crumbs off his checkered suit. "Since I have you two with me, I'm sure that I'll be safe, no matter where I am." Yawning and stretching, he walked off towards the stairs. "I'm off to bed. Good night."

"Wait!" Michelle pretty much jumped off the couch to stop him. "We're all sleeping down here, in the same room," she said. "If a Knight makes his way in here, I don't want you stuck up there all alone."

"But, they have beds up there!"

Getu stood up. "Don't worry, Mich. I have a plan."

"How long with this take?" she asked, folding her arms. She sensed that there was something coming that she wouldn't like to do.

The Elite shrugged. "A few minutes, give or take."

"Give or take what?"

"An hour."

As it turned out, Getu's estimated of the hour was much more accurate. With both Michelle and Getu moving the upstairs beds downstairs, and Howell merely observing, it had taken exactly 63 minutes. The sun had already set, and the stars were twinkling above.

"Michelle," Howell said, sniffing the air as his two group mates pushed the last bed into place. Three beds were lined up side by side, with the third an extra foot from the others. "What is that repugnant smell? It can't be our dear friend the alien, can it?"

For the first time since she could remember, Michelle blushed. "Actually, that's me," she answered in a quiet voice. "With all of this 'end of the world' and all that, I really haven't had the time to take a shower. I've been in this armor for at least two weeks."

Howell and Getu shot each other a look. Howell was the type of man who wouldn't understand what sweating was even if it was staring him in the face. And besides, it wasn't like he had done any manual labor other than walking in the past few days.

Getu was pretty much used to strenuous activity, and his armor even had a tempeture control, so he could remain cool even when walking through the hottest desert in the world. "Mich, I think you should take a bath," Getu suggested. "Even in spite of our dire situation, we can't let ourselves slip into barbaric ways. We must retain a decent sliver of civilization."

Michelle nodded. "I'm sure I can find some extra clothes in the house somewhere. And hopefully some deodorant." She walked off in search of the items, and soon found everything that she needed. Heading into the bathroom on the bottom floor, she noticed the ash pile sitting in front of the toilet.

"Looks like someone got caught with their pants down," she muttered for the second time in days, unlatching the Marine armor and letting it fall to the tile floor with heavy thuds. When Michelle took off the undersuit, she nearly gagged at the way it was sticking to her skin. That was going to need a wash.

Finally, she stepped into the nice rain of warm water, for the first time in what had seemed like forever. Her cares about the Prometheans seemed to slip away, cleansed by the water. It seemed as if she were regaining her lost humanity.

After several minutes, the water turned cold. "What the hell?" she cursed, shivering in the cold. "The water heater must be broken." With a great sigh of defeat, she turned off the water and stepped out of the shower.

Getu and Howell were still watching TV. On screen was a movie retelling of the battle of Harvest from the view of a simple Marine. Of course, he was some sort of super-marine, since he was killing Covenant left and right alone. Both Getu and Howell were a little sensitive about the war; both had lost many friends and many family members. But on the upside for Getu, it was Brutes getting shot at on screen, not Elites.

"You know," Howell said, after several minutes of slow-motion fight scenes and Marine drama, "I had a brother that fought on Harvest. Sadly, he was killed while they were evacuating the civilians."

The Elite nodded. "I had a brother too, but he was killed in a slipspace accident just off of your human planet Reach. He was a pilot."

They both looked up as the bathroom door squeaked open. "What?" Michelle asked, standing there. Her hair was dripping, and her armor's undersuit was in her hands. She had on a long white nightgown, and looked nothing like a Marine that had been through hell recently. "What?" she repeated, as they still stared at her.

"It's nothing," Howell said, finally adverting his eyes back to the TV as the main character delivered a no-scope headshot to a Brute. "It's just that your reminded me of my wife on our second honeymoon."

Getu was still staring, though. This was the first time that he could remember seeing Michelle out of armor. She looked...normal. No longer was her face caked in dirt and blood. No longer was her hair plastered down by her helmet. "You look better," he said after a few seconds, failing in his attempt to remain silent.

Michelle's cheeks grew red again. It had been a while since anyone, human or Elite, had ever said that. Okay, it was the first time an Elite had said that. "Thanks," she replied, before seeking out the washing machine and tossing her undersuit into it. She then dumped the entire thing of laundry detergent into the slot, and pressed the start button.

"What'cha watching?" Michelle asked, returning to her position on the couch. "It looks like some war movie." Of course, this was obvious as on-screen Marines were pumping lead into the oncoming Brutes and Jackals. "Is this Harvest?" she questioned after a few minutes. "This is completely inaccurate."

Howell rolled his eyes and sighed. "Who cares? It was still one of the top movies of 2549. No one really cares for accuracy. Just action."

"I mean seriously, that model of Battle Rifle wasn't even around at the Battle of Harvest. Same for the Assault Rifles. And they have three Marines taking out fifty-billion Brutes. And then there's..."

It was another whole hour before the movie ended. Michelle had continued to point out flaws throughout the entire thing, even some during the credits. Finally, the Marine had reached her point of exhaustion, and went to her bed.

"You know," Howell said, shrugging off his coat and looking at the three beds that they had placed between the kitchen and the living room. "We could've simply moved all of the beds to one room upstairs, instead of moving them all the way downstairs. Would've saved time."

"Safer this way, human," Getu replied, taking the bed in the middle. He knew Michelle's way of thinking in this new world. "We're closer to all the doors, meaning that we can get out faster than if we were upstairs." The bed groaned under his weight, and the Elite groaned as he began to unlatch less-important parts of his armor.

Howell shrugged as he walked to the bathroom. "I need to shave," he announced, rubbing his hand over his chin to feel all of the small bits of stubble growing in. "Is there a razor in there?" he asked Michelle. "I didn't happen to pack one."

"Not enough room next to your teddy bear?"

"Oh ha ha," came the reply. "Everyone's a comedian." There was an awkward silence. "But yes, pretty much."

Michelle rolled her eyes. A grown man needing a teddy bear. That was something that she was never going to get used to. "Yeah, I think there's a razor in the bottom shelf."

"Thank you," he called back. "Um...should I ignore that pile of remains in here?"

"That's what I did."

"Fair enough." The door shut, and soon one could hear Howell humming as he shaved off his stubble. Surprising, he somehow managed to hum off key.

Getu had removed most of his armor, and was reclining in his bed, the middle bed, in only his undersuit and hand armor. He shifted several times. "I guess I'm never going to get used to these beds," he muttered, moving around some more. "Back on our planet, they were much simpler."

"Did you ever see anything like this coming?" Michelle asked, catching Getu off guard. "In all of those apocalypse movies and books, there was nothing like this. Recently, there have been some apocalypses based off a Covenant invasion, but there's nothing like these Prometheans."

Getu clicked his mandibles equivalent to a shrug. "Personally, I never have considered myself as one that would be stuck in the end of the world. I always figured I would be dead before then."

Michelle laughed lightly. "Yeah, that's what I used to think. Now we're actually stuck in this. Every minute of our lives are going to be spent in fear, but that should be short given the situation."

"Don't you think we'll reach this New York?"

"I want to think that," she said, pulling her blanket up to her chin. "But that city is so far away, and there's so many Prometheans out there that can kill us. The odds are against us."

"Hey," Getu said, turning his head to look at her. "Never tell me the odds. We've beaten the odds before, and we can do it again. We've escaped from that Halo, we've escaped from the Covenant's ship, and we'll escape from this. We're the best team there is."

"We're still missing our other member," she reminded him. "Where was Pango going again?" Pango was a Uggnoy that had separated from the Covenant during the Great Schism. He was one of the few grunts that remained apart from the Covenant when it was pulled back together under the Brutes. The Elites had put him in charge of a small intelligence team that had gone undercover to spy on the recent uprising of the Storm Covenant.

"Last I heard, he was on vacation on his home planet," Getu replied turning his head back to the roof. "To him, we're out of sight and out of mind."

Michelle sighed. She missed the little whiner. He had been an invaluable part of their little trio during the last days of the war. Now, he was probably sitting back in the sun, on a beach, drinking a methane smoothie. "I hope he comes for us sooner or later. And brings a fleet with him."

Getu shook his head. "He probably won't, but the Elites will. They've dropped out of contact with Thel Vadum, and will sooner or later send someone in to investigate. Then they'll come back to take on the Prometheans."

"Really?"

Getu closed his eyes and sighed. "I hope so."


	4. Wounded in Action

_Chapter Four: Wounded in Action_

**An Abandoned House, along Highway 87, Nevada**

**November 2, 2557**

A sharp crack woke Howell from his sleep.

"What was that?" he asked as he sat up, rubbing his tired eyes. His teddy bear was tucked in the nook of his arm, hanging out without a care in the world. "Michelle, what was..." his voice trailed off when he realized that neither the human nor the Elite were in their beds. Getu's armor was gone from the heap that it had been in during the night.

He swung his feet over the edge of the bed and stood up, gently setting his teddy bear on the bed. "Don't worry, Teddy," he told the stuffed animal, as he reached into his suitcase and pulled out the M6C pistol from within. "I'll be back for you in a minute."

Keeping the weapon level before him, much like the people he had seen in the movies, Howell slowly walked down the hall to the door. So far, he hadn't seen any signs of either of his teammates, but he did notice that some of the weapons were missing from their stash.

He heard some faint shouting from outside, followed by a long barrage of Assault Rifle fire. Howell released the breath that he had been holding. At least he knew that Michelle was alive. Opening the door, he caught a glance at the outdoors...and wished he hadn't.

Two Promethean Knights stood in the yard, firing away with their Suppressors, while a Watcher floated lazily above, providing occasional support to the two Knights. When a Knight saw Howell, it turned its weapon on him.

"Get down!" Michelle cried, reaching up and grabbing him by the collar. She yanked him down behind the over-turned table that she was using as cover. "You don't want to get shot, do you?"

"It's not on my list of things to do," Howell admitted, struggling to adjust his large body size in the small cramped area. "But then again, living through the end of the world wasn't on that list either." Three bolts of hardlight hit the wall above his head, and he flinched. "I'm beginning to regret coming on this expedition already."

Michelle was still in the nightgown, and had her MA5 in her hands. It wasn't something that you would expect to see early in the morning, but in the given situation, Howell didn't think much of it. "Where's our alien friend?" he asked, noting the absence of Getu. "Don't tell me he's dead."

Shaking her head, Michelle popped out of cover only to be forced back in by heavy fire. "He's preparing a little ambush," she explained, looking at the ammo count on the rifle's stock and grimacing. She would have to go to her last clip soon. "But if he takes any longer, this table's not going to hold up."

"Well, this is fantastic," Howell said, offering his pistol to Michelle. "Here, you might need this; you'll be a better shot with it than I will."

"No, hang on to that. That could be your only defense someday."

Shrugging, Howell nodded. "I see. And do you want me to start shooting, or simply wait for our alien to take them out?"

Michelle groaned. "Of course I want you to wait it out. Why bother risking your life for our survival?" Several rounds of hardlight impacted on the table-top, cracking the glass. "I mean, it's not like we're going to actually have trouble along this journey, just giant alien robots that want to kill us!"

Howell nodded. "I'm no stranger to sarcasm." He gripped his pistol, and peered over the edge of the table. "Well, those things certainly are large...to say the least."

"Just shut up and shoot!"

Howell ducked down, and fired his pistol randomly over the edge of the table. "I don't think I hit any of them," he said, bringing his hand back into cover. "And I don't think that this table's going to hold up any longer."

Michelle sighed. "You didn't even aim! How the hell were you supposed to hit them in the first place? This is how you do it." She stood up, firing off the last of the Assault Rifle clip into one Knight's body. There were enough bullets to break the shields, but not to kill it. "Now shoot it!" Michelle shouted at Howell, as she ducked back down.

Taking a deep breath, Howell stood up and leveled the pistol at the weakened Knight. He squeezed his eyes shut as he pulled the trigger over and over again. He felt a hand grab his arm and pull him back down behind cover.

"Nice shot," Michelle said, with a hint of a smile on her face. "You actually got it."

"I did?" Howell asked, completely surprised. He peeked over the edge of the table and saw the Knight falling onto its back, disintegrating into small orange particles that floated away in the sky. "I mean, I did."

The Watcher that was lazily floating around saw its comrade go down, and flew over to resurrect it from the small glowing orb left behind.

"Ah shit," Michelle cursed, as she saw the Watcher move it. "Take that thing out, fast!" She aimed her Assualt Rifle at it, and squeezed the trigger...only to hear the nice click of an empty clip. "Dammit! Howell! Shoot it before it can rebuild its buddy!" she ordered, fumbling for her last clip.

"I'm out, too," Howell replied, with much resignation in his voice. "And I don't have a spare clip." He snuck a peek out at the battlefield, and saw that the other Knight was simply watching the Watcher. "The other is wide open," he informed Michelle, as she finished loading the last clip.

"Screw that, I'm taking out the Watcher first." She brought the rifle up and out of cover, just in time to see the Watcher go down in pieces. She sighed in relief. "There's Getu."

The other Knight turned toward the slightly distorted blob of light and opened fire with the Suppressor, only to find its arm cut off a few seconds later. It raised its sword arm, prepared to strike at the Elite, only to get its knee sliced open.

Michelle jumped out of cover and ran toward them as the Knight crumpled to the ground. Getu was standing over it, with his Energy Sword ready for the killing blow. "Nice timing," she told her alien friend. "Any longer and we would've been dead."

Getu clicked his mandibles. "It would've been here sooner, but it was harder to get onto the roof of that house than I thought it would. Especially for someone like me."

The Knight lashed out with its hardlight sword, narrowly missing both Getu and Michelle. "Yeah, go ahead and kill that thing," Michelle ordered, walking over where the first Knight had gone down. "Wait, why were you going to the roof?"

"Better ambush point," Getu replied, thrusting his sword into the Knight's abdomen. He then twisted the blades, killing the Knight. It erupted into a storm of orange particles and disintegrated. "Besides, some of the Knights can somehow see through Active Camouflage. I wasn't going to take that risk. So I attacked from above."

Michelle shrugged, kicking a piece of Watcher away. "I guess that makes sense. You did save our asses, and that's what counts." Reaching down, she grabbed the first Knight's Suppressor. "Hey Getu, grab the other one and we'll add them to our armory."

"On it," he replied, snatching the weaponry from the ground. "And what about these?" he asked, holding up a cube-like object. "Should we take these as well?"

"What are those?" Michelle asked. She had seen some of the cubes before, in places where Promethean Knights had died. However, she had no idea what they were.

Getu tossed one to her. "They're Promethean Pulse Grenades. When thrown, the make a huge sphere and drain the energy shields of the people in or near it. Then, it implodes, completely disintegrating anyone inside."

Michelle let out a low whistle, looking the cube over. "Yeah, we can definitely use them. They work against Knights, right?"

"They should."

"Great," Michelle replied, tossing the grenade back to Getu. Put it in a separate place from out frags and plasmas. I want to conserve them as much as possible."

Getu nodded. "I assume we'll be departing soon?"

"Yep. I'm going to put my armor back on, and then we'll be leaving. That gives you and Howell a few minutes to pack up your gear and grab some more food supplies."

Michelle handed her Suppressor to Getu, who slapped them on to his hip plates for temporary storage. "I'll get Howell ready to leave," said the alien, as he headed for the other human, who was still behind the glass table.

After Michelle had suited up in her armor, which smelled strongly of lilacs after the excess amount of detergent, and after Howell and Getu shoved loads of assorted foods into a sports bag that they found in the garage, the three of them departed and continued on their journey to the small city of Payson.

* * *

><p>It had been nearly three hours since they left their house, and the sun was hanging high overhead. The highway that they were traveling on was surprisingly empty. On occaison, there was a stopped car on the road, and every time there was something that prevented it from being used. First was no fuel. The next had no wheels or engine. The last was on fire.<p>

"I don't see why we have to eat the fruit first," Howell commented, with a mouthful of banana. "I'm sure that having one bag of chips won't hurt our food supplies."

Michelle sighed in agitation. This was Howell's fifth food related comment in the past five minutes. And the fact that she had been unsuccessfully screwing around with one of the Suppressors for the past half hour in an attempt to learn how to reload it wasn't helping "The fruit would go bad long before any of the other food, so we need to get that out of the way first. When the fruit's gone, we'll work on the chips and other junk food."

"That seems lame." Howell tossed the banana peel behind him. "Any chance we can find something with wheels? My feet are killing me. I'm not wearing shoes that are made to take this much torture. I'll have blisters the size of Mars on my feet before this is over."

"Oh, quit your bitching and figure this out," Michele ordered, shoving the Suppressor in to his hands. "That should take your mind off of the pain for a while."

Howell mumbled something under his breath, but submitted to the request and began working with the gun.

"Getu, can you hand me the map?" Michelle asked, as they passed by another ruined car. This one was upside down and completely crushed. "I want to know where we are."

A few seconds later, the Elite handed her the old-fashioned paper map. "I'm not sure how you plan to find out where we are, since you have no immediate point of reference. But, by all means, feel free."

Michelle realized he was right. How could she find out where they were if there wasn't anything around to use as a point of reference? "Um..." She looked around trying to find anything that they could use. "Aha, there!" She pointed toward a rest stop several meters up the road. "There's bound to be something there that we can use."

"And there's probably a place where I can rest my feet," Howell muttered, still fiddling with the Promethean weapon. "Are you sure that this thing is supposed to be reloaded? Maybe it's one of those one-use weapon. When it runs empty, they simply throw it away."

"I'm not even going to answer that," Michelle replied, taking the lead toward the rest station.

* * *

><p>The rest station was smaller than expected, having only fifteen parking spots and two small bathrooms. There was a main building in the middle of it all, with all the map information that they would need.<p>

"I'm going to head to the restrooms," Howell announced, handing the Suppressor back to Michelle. "I can't figure that damn thing out. Maybe we should just abandon the alien tech and stick to what we know." He turned and walked to the bathroom.

"Getu, go with him," Michelle said. "I don't want him to be alone. Bad things happen when people are alone."

Getu cocked his head to the side as he trailed after the human. "But then I would be leaving you alone, and you say bad things happen when people are alone, and you'd be alone..."

"I'm a Marine, and he's just some fat rich guy," Michelle reminded him. "I can take care of myself."

"Whatever you say," Getu said, before sprinting off to catch up with Howell. He could feel that something bad was about to happen. Call it his sixth Sangheili sense...

"Now, where are we?" Michelle asked herself, heading off to the main building where the maps would be. It was empty as she expected, but there was the map pillar in the middle of the room, fortunately with power.

She went over to it and touched the screen. It hummed to life, bringing up a map of the area. Unfortunately, the link to the satellite had failed, so she was viewing a map that hadn't been updating in six years. Fortunately, that didn't matter. Nothing had changed much in this area in six years.

Upon finding the "you are here" dot, Michelle found something that made her much happier. It was only another five miles to Payson. "Thank God," she muttered, turning to leave. "My feet were beginning to hurt as well."

The minute she stepped outside of the doors, Michelle could tell something was wrong. Maybe it was the fact that it was completely silent, without the birds and whatever other animals in the area that the Prometheans didn't bother with. Or maybe it was the three dots on her helmet's motion tracker.

All three of the were coming from behind her, advancing toward her position. She knew that none of them were Getu, since she had specially tagged the Elite for easy identification. In a flash, she pulled her rifle off her back and whipped around to face the dots.

Three men were behind her, and they instantly raised their hands when they saw the rifle. "Look lady, we don't mean no harm," one said, at an obvious discomfort at the sight of the machine gun aimed at him. "We're just lookin' for food."

Michelle lowered the weapon slightly, but kept it at the ready. "Yeah, I'm doing the same," she lied, deciding that it was better that they didn't know that she had a food supply. They might turn violent when she refused to share. "But some damned looters already cleared this place out."

"Hey, you're a Marine, aren't ya?" another one asked, inspecting her armor. "That's...a good thing, right?" he asked, looking over to one of his friends.

The friend shrugged. "Well...I guess so. After all, there is only one of them."

"What are you talking about?" Michelle asked, tensing her grip on the MA5. There was something about these guys that seemed...off. The all had on dirty T-shirts with worn out, faded jeans. They didn't look like they needed food, or had been without it. The one in the middle was actually quite fat.

"You'll help us, right?" asked the first one. "We've been wanting to head into some larger cities and towns, but with those giant alien things, and then looters, we just haven't had the courage."

So, they were just a bunch of scared survivors? They saw a Marine, and figured that the Marine would help them. That makes sense. With a hesitant sigh of relief, Michelle lowered her rifle and extended her hand. "Corporal Michelle Collins," she introduced.

Suddenly, she felt the rifle torn from her grasp. "What are-" The stock of the rifle slammed into her face, and she fell to the ground holding her jaw. "Ah, dammit!" she swore, enduring the pain. "What the hell?"

The large man in the middle of the group sighed. "Jensen, can't you knock out people with the first hit?"

"I'm sorry," the one called Jensen apologized. "But I was raised not to hit girls. It's hard for me to do."

"Idiot." The fat man ripped the rifle out of his comrades hands, and stood over Michelle. "Sorry about this, but only the strong survive." He raised the weapon, and then brought it down on her head.

Michelle was instantly knocked out.

* * *

><p>"No, I'm not going to explain what that graffiti says," Howell said, for the tenth time in the past few minutes. "It's completely obscene; I wouldn't be caught dead uttering those foul words. It's beyond someone with just a status as myself."<p>

Getu squinted at the etched writing above the urinal. "Well...there's just this one human word that I've never come across before. It's a five letter word...and it's spelled P-E-N-"

"Just stop," Howell snapped. He turned on the sink, and stuck his hands into the warm water. "I guarantee that it's nothing you'd want to hear about, but if you must know...please ask Michelle."

"Eh," Getu replied, clicking his mandibles. "Whatever that is, the person who wrote that he has a stiff one." He went over to the sinks, and looked at his reflection in the mirror. "Hm, how about that? There's a scratch in my shoulder armor," he muttered.

Howell chuckled. "At least you have armor. All I've got is this checkered suit. It was my wife's favorite..." He sighed, and looked up at himself in the mirror. "Have you ever met a woman you loved, Getu?"

The alien cocked his head. "Like what? A mate?"

"Well, we humans call them spouses, but I guess they're the same."

"In that case, then no. Why? Have you?"

Howell nodded. "My wife, she was the best wife a man could ask for. She could cook a great meal, she was there when the times were rough, she knew exactly how to take care of the kids while they were growing up, and she never cut me off in bed."

"I see," Getu said, "and she's no longer with you?"

Howell shook his head. "No, not anymore. We were vacationing in New Alexandria a few years ago, in the penthouse of one of the most luxorious hotels in the city. She and I stepped outside on the balconey, and what do we see? A Covenant starship over the city. We made a run for the evacuation site, but she didn't make. Got gunned down just a few yards short of the Pelican."

Getu felt guilt rising in his stomach. "If it was my species that did this, then I am truly sorry. We were blinded by the lies of our Prophets."

"No, Getu," Howell said, "It wasn't Elites. It was the Brutes. I just wish-"

The Elite raised his fist to silence Howell. "Did you hear that?"

"Hear what?"

"I thought I heard Michelle screaming something..." Getu walked to the bathroom door, and cracked it open enough for him to peek out of. He saw Michelle on the ground, and a man with her rifle standing over her. Two other humans were walking off to the highway.

Howell poked his head out just below Getu's mandibles. "Is she alive?" he asked, once he saw the scene.

"Unsure," Getu replied, grabbing his Energy Sword hilt. "You get the one man with Michelle. I'll take the other two," he said, as he activated his active camo and went out through the back window.

Taking a deep breath, Howell pulled his pistol out of his pocket, flipped off the safety, and went to face the one man. He put the sights on the man as he advance. "Hey! You there! Back away from the woman, or we're going to have a problem!"

The man looked up and upon seeing the pistol he put his hands up, keeping the Assault Rifle in his grip. "hey, I don't want any trouble old man."

Howell motioned to the ground. "Throw the weapon down, and kick it away." The man did as he was told. "Now step away from my friend."

Looking down at Michelle, who was just starting to push herself up, the man shook his head. "Sorry old man, but that's not going to happen."

"Step away from her, or I'll put a bullet right through you."

"You don't have the guts, old man," the man taunted.

"To hell I don't," Howell muttered, squeezing the trigger of his M6C.

Click.

Howell looked down at his pistol, suddenly remembering that he ran out of ammo shooting at the Knights outside the house they camped in last night. Fear swelled in his heart at that moment.

"That's too bad, old man," the man said, reaching into the back of his jeans and producing a pistol of his own. "You're damn outta luck." He aimed it at Howell and fired.


	5. Sterling Silver

_Chapter Five: Sterling Silver_

**Rest Stop on Highway 87, in Nevada  
><strong>**November 2, 2557**

Michelle's world was spinning. The man with the rifle had probably given her a concussion from each time he hit her in the face. She blinked trying to gain some sense of reality, looking at her fallen friend. "Howell!" she yelled, after gathering most of her strength.

There was no response.

She started to push herself up, only to have the man kick her back to the ground. "Now now, we can't have you getting away, now can we?" he asked, rolling her onto her back with his foot. "Your friend over there made it so I had to shoot him. If he hadn't come out with his weapon," he chuckled, "his empty weapon, then we would just stolen all of your weapons and food, and then we'd be done with you."

Michelle tried to remain as calm as she could, even though she felt like she was about to pass out. Slowly, her hand began to trail down to her leg, where she kept her combat knife sheathed. "You...you murderer!" she seethed, managing to get the words out.

The man smiled, and shook his head. "No, I'm not. I'm a survivor." He reached down and grabbed Michelle by her collar, and lifted her to her feet. "Only the strong can survive out here." He thrust the barrel of the pistol into her stomach. "Now," he said, with a smug grin of supremacy, "how about a kiss for little old me?"

Struggling in his grasp, Michelle was desperate to get free. But, in the end, she was weak and on the edge of consciousness, and he was physically stronger than her. The man smiled, pulling her closer to him. "I'm not letting you go. Not until you give me a little something, if you know what I mean."

"Oh, I'm going to give you a little something," Michelle replied, secretly enjoying the man's quick flash of confusion, "if you know what I mean." With a single motion, she pulled the knife out of its sheath and stabbed it into the man's torso. As he cried out in pain, Michelle knocked the pistol away from her, but a moment too late.

The was a flash and a bang, and Michelle felt something small and hot tear through her side. Both she and the man fell to the ground at the same time, although the man was in much worse condition. "I'm the survivor," Michelle seethed, swiping the pistol out of the man's hand and aiming it as his head.

The man just glared at her, his gaze made out of pure hatred and pain. Michelle didn't hesitate. She pulled the trigger, and watched the man's brains fly out the back of his head.

For the first time in the past ten minutes, Michelle could finally breath easier. She let the pistol slip from her hands, and went to check her wound. The bullet had just grazed her, but there was nothing major other than a little blood loss.

"Dammit, that hurts," she muttered through the sharp pain. She brought herself back up to her knees, and slowly began crawling towards the fallen, crumpled body of Howell. "Howell!" she cried again, hoping to get some response.

Nothing.

"Oh dammit," she swore again, as she got closer to her fallen friend. "He's not moving, that's bad...Getu! Getu! Getu, where the hell are you!" Michelle's eyes darted around, searching for her tall Sangheili comrade, but he was no where in sight.

"Over there!" The other two men that had been with the first man came running toward her, weapons in hand. "She killed the boss!" They both snapped their small firearms up at her, preparing to shoot.

Michelle swore, looking around for the first man's pistol that she had used. She swore again when she saw it laying next to his dead body, several feet away from her.

There was a bang, and she felt something zip by her head. They had begun shooting at her. "Shit," she cursed, looking around for any means of protection. Howell's pistol was next to him, but it was completely dry of ammo.

The second shot narrowly missed her hand, sending up a small clump of dirt. Both of the men just laughed at her, and began shooting around her. They weren't trying to hit her, at least not yet. They were just toying with her for pure excitement.

"Getu!" Michelle cried again. Several seconds passed, and the Elite was still not in sight. "Fuck." She had only her knife, and that wouldn't be effective at this range. While she did know how to throw a knife, her weakened state made it impossible.

Then she saw her Assault Rifle laying next to the dead body of the man, several feet away. It was her only hope.

She slowly began crawling towards it, flinching as another bullet shot into the ground mere inches from her hand. Michelle didn't cower or retreat, she pushed herself forward again, putting her closer to her gun.

"Hey, she's going for the gun!" one of the men shouted, and he ran over and kicked the rifle farther out of reach. "You might have killed the boss, but don't expect to get lucky with us, bitch," he said, leaning down into Michelle's face.

Michelle just glared at him through a swollen eye with pure hate and anger on her face. These guys had shot, and possibly killed Howell, and now Getu was missing. She went for her knife, now that the second guy was in close enough range, only to find that it wasn't in its sheath, but still stuck in the chest of the first man.

"What are we going to do with her?" the third man asked, catching up to his friend. "We can't just leave her here. She knows our faces, man. She could get the authorities, and we'd be in a lot of shit, man." He wrung his hands, looking around rapidly, making sure that they weren't being watched. A bead of sweat rolled down his face. "We have to kill her, right?"

The second man shook his head. "What authorities would she go to? All the towns around here have gone to hell. That's why were out here robbing and killing people. We need to survive." He paused, leaning over to spit out a wad of saliva. "We can take her back to the hideout. Keep her prisoner, and, you know, make a good use of her."

"What do you mean? She doesn't look like she'd be good for anything."

"I'm a great cook," Michelle commented drily, wiping some of the blood leaking down her chin away. "I can make one hell of a cake."

"See?" the second man said to the third. "She can cook...among other things, if you catch my drift."

The third man wrinkled his brow. "No...I don't."

The second man face-palmed, only to suddenly jerk to the left and fall to the ground, clutching his throat. Blood gushed from a bullet hole that had just appeared below his head, and the second man was dead before he fell.

"What the?" The third man whirled around, only for a bullet to find his head. He went down with a scream, and his pistol discharged into the ground.

Michelle rapidly looked around, trying to find the attacker. "Getu?" she asked, slightly hopeful. "Getu, is that you?"

"Are you alright, Corporal?"

She whirled around to face the man behind her. He was tall, taller than her anyway, but other than that, she couldn't make out any other details, since he was clad in ODST armor. In his right hand, there was a silenced pistol with smoke rising from the barrel. "Corporal?"

"I'm...I'm fine," Michelle replied, looking the ODST up and down. Could she trust this guy, or was he another person who was simply going to lie to them to get at their supplies? "I've had worse than this before."

The ODST nodded and offered his hand to help her up. "Yeah, tell me about it. I'm Sergeant Silver, of the 345th ODST Division. I'm second in command of Skull Team. Perhaps you've heard of them?"

Michelle shook her head as she took his hand. "Sorry, I've never heard of them," she answered, as the ODST pulled her to her feet. "Do you have any medical supplies, or medical knowledge, or something?"

"Um...yeah. But you don't look that bad. Just a little blood and a black eye. Nothing to be too concerned about."

"It's not for me." She motioned to Howell's fallen figure. "It's for him. He might still be alive."

Sergeant Silver looked at her, and then to the body. "I don't know, he doesn't appear to be moving. See, dead bodies have that trait. They're very still, and they're typically laying on the ground."

"Just go check, please."

"Please what?" He tapped his rank's insignia on his armor.

Michelle sighed. He's pulling rank at a time like this. "Please, _sir._"

"That's better." Silver walked over to Howell, and rolled him onto his back. "I don't see any blood, but there is a bullet hole in his jacket..." He placed on hand on Howell's neck, checking for a pulse, while he followed the hole to Howell's pocket.

Michelle watched him, and when he wasn't paying her any attention, she slowly reached down and picked up the pistols of the second and third man, making sure they were loaded and ready in case she needed to use them. She felt a sharp pain in her side, from the bullet wound. But, being the tough-ass Marine that she was, she shook it off, ignoring the small amount of blood.

"You won't fucking believe this," Silver told her, holding up a small golden square with something stuck into it. "He's got a strong pulse, but he's out cold. The bullet didn't even hit him."

"What?"

"He had freaking gold in his pocket. It caught the bullet."

"Seriously?"

"Seriously what?" Howell murmured, cracking his eyes open. They shot open when he saw Silver holding his precious gold ingot. "Give me that!" he snapped, snatching it out of the ODST's hands. "I'll let you know that this has been passed down in my family for many generations..." he trailed off as he saw the bullet embedded in it, destroying the Howell family coat of arms engraved on the shiny gold. "What the hell?"

Michelle felt her burden get slightly lighter. At least Howell was still alive, even if his priceless family heirloom had been ruined. "Looks like your family knew how to keep their people alive," she remarked, smiling slowly crossing her face as she walked over to the two of them. She stayed behind Silver, and made sure to have a pistol ready to strike if this ODST really wasn't here to help.

"Yes, well," said Howell, as Silver offered his hand and helped him to his feet. "My family always considered this little piece of gold to be good luck. The Howell family had a lot of enemies, and whoever carried this wouldn't get hurt by rival companies."

Silver chuckled. "Well, it looks like it also works for scavengers as well." He looked over at Michelle gazing at her from behind his blue visor. "So, where are you two heading? Perhaps I can offer you a lift." The ODST motioned to the highway, where his vehicle was waiting.

It was a brand-new Ford 2558 model, with comfortable room for four, and an expansive truck bed that could hold a whole Mongoose. Which it did. It was a nice sleek black, with imitation chrome rims and top speed was nearly 250 miles an hour.

"You'd really give us a lift for free?" Michelle asked, bringing up one of the pistols and checked the magazine. "That's nice of you, stranger." She had a feeling that there was a catch. There usually always was.

"Well, I didn't say that it would be free," Silver added, with a shrug. "I'll give you a lift, for a price."

"What's the price?" Howell asked, shoving his hand into his money pocket. "Whatever it is, I assure you that I can pay you in full. In cash."

Silver laughed, shaking his head. "You think I want money? What good would it do when we're stranded out here. No, what I want is dinner."

Michelle looked over to Howell, who sighed at the fact that he would have to give up more food. "Oh come on, Howell, we have more than enough for all of us, and..." She looked around for Getu, who was still out of sight. An uneasy feeling set into her gut.

"And who?" Silver asked.

"Nothing, I was just thinking to myself," Michelle lied, deciding that leaving out the part with their compatriot Sangheili was a smart idea. "We accept your terms and...oh shit." She just remembered that Getu was the ones with the food.

"What?"

"Well, we don't happened to have our food anymore," she admitted, sheepishly. She heard a groan and a face-slap from Howell as he realized it too. "Perhaps we can get a rain check?"

Silver looked between the two of them, and then laughed to himself. "I think you might have misunderstood what I meant." He thrust his index finger at Michelle. "I want dinner with you. As in a date. My unit is holed up in a radio broadcast station up on the mountain. We have plenty of food there."

"Oh..." Michelle suddenly found herself blushing. She hadn't been much of one for romance, after the time in high school when she woke up with a hangover from a party and in bed with another girl. But that's another story. "I...um..."

Howell stepped in. "Just do it, Michelle. He seems like a nice guy, even though we haven't seen his face." He coughed, and kicked a rock along in the grass. "So does this mean that the nice ODST is going to give us a ride now?"

"Ugh, fine," agreed Michelle, "I'll go on your stupid date with you, if that makes you happy. But, there are some ground rules. First, no hugging on the date. Second, no kissing on the date. Lastly, no sex on the date. Okay?"

Silver just glared at her for several seconds. "Wow, you sure know how to take the fun out of stuff, but yeah, I won't do any of that. It'll just be a nice dinner in the candlelight with the two of us and the violin music and the champagne...just like all those romance novels I read. They're just so...moving." His voice slightly cracked at the end, and he almost sounded like he was almost to tears.

Howell elbowed Michelle. "Nice catch you got there, Michelle," he quipped. "Look like he's a keeper."

"Oh, fuck off."

Silver opened the door to his truck, and motioned for them to get inside. "Come on, we need to get moving. I've already been away from my unit long enough. They'll get worried."

Michelle looked around, searching for her alien compatriot. "We can't leave just yet," she said, looking down the road in the direction that Getu had gone. "We still have to wait for our friend."

"Yes, he's still out and about," Howell told the ODST. "He went after these two," he gestured to the two dead scavengers on the ground," and I guess they circled around on him and beat him back here."

"Or they killed him," Silver deadpanned. "Two on one would be a fair fight."

"Trust me, I think he would've had the upper hand anyway," said Howell. "He's a little...different from you and I."

"And he's been know for his inhuman strength," Michelle added, smiling at her own joke to cover the concern in her eyes.

Howell gave a light chuckle. "Yes, that too."

The ODST shook his head. "Look, we don't have much time. The only reason I came out here was to investigate an IFF tag we picked up on the long-range," he explained. "Nothing as nothing said about driving around random people that I met. The only reason I'm offering is because she's UNSC. And hot. And agreed to a date."

Silver reached up and pulled his helmet off, revealing his messing brown hair, calm blue eyes, and smile on his thin lips. Michelle wouldn't say that he was handsome, but then again she didn't really know what a handsome man looked like. Most of the men in her life were drill sergeants, normal sergeants, and gruff marines.

"Say, Corporal," Silver said, pointing to the Assault Rifle on the ground. "Is that yours? If not, I call dibs on it."

Michelle sighed and retrieved the weapon. "It's mine, Sergeant," she said, making sure the rank sounded distasteful on her lips. She wasn't quite sure that she could trust this guy. "I could use ammo if you have any."

"Please, call me Sterling," the ODST said. "That's what my friends call me, after that one incident in Colorado...But away, just call me Sterling."

"So that makes you Sterling Silver, then," Howell noted. "How quaint. I have...had, a lot of that type of silver back in the vault of my mansion. It was worth quite a bit, you know. Would've been enough to pay half of my employees for a year. Or all of my employees for half a year."

Sterling did not seem interested. "Wow, seems like you were quite rich. I always despised rich people. I grew up poor. That's why I joined the ODSTs. They gave me food to each and a bed to sleep in, so it was an improvement."

"Well, Mr. Silver, Sterling, I assure you that the Howells are not a despicable family," Howell said, defending his kin. "We have been a rich and powerful family for a great deal of human history. The earliest record of our family was in 1204, and even at that time we had a large sum of money. Although there were the estate issues a few centuries later, when one of my ancestors was stuck on an island, we still came out on top."

Sterling glared at him. "Just because you were on top, doesn't mean that you couldn't have helped the families that were struggling to survive. If you have billions, then you have more than enough to help needy people. But you don't. Rich people are self-centered, only focused on-"

"Stop, I don't want to have to put up with an argument right now," Michelle said. She slung her Assault Rifle onto her back, and looked off into the distance, toward where she hoped Getu was coming from. "Where is he?" she muttered to herself, fearing the worst.

Following her gaze, Sterling shook his head. "It looks like your friend might not be coming. He might not even be alive." He once again opened the door, and motioned for them to get in. "We can't stick around here all day."

Howell scoffed. "Well, I don't see why not," he said, mainly because of his new disgust toward Sterling for calling him out for being rich. "There's nothing out here but dirt, rocks, and those three dead bodies. There's nothing that can-"

An inhuman screech echoed throughout the area, and several of Promethean Crawlers jumped into sight from behind some bushes. Two of them were almost instantly cut down by Sterling's pistol, while another went down from Michelle's.

"So, now you want to leave?" Sterling asked, quickly reaching into his truck and pulling out a SAW. He unleashed a huge wave of bullets into the Crawlers approaching them, slowly climbing into the driver seat. "If not, then it's been nice knowing you!"

Howell ran at what might have been the fastest he's ever run in his life and jumped into the truck bed. "Come on, Michelle! We need to get out of here!"

"What about Getu?" she shouted back, raising both pistols and firing. The Crawlers had begun to return fire, and orange bolts were flying through the air. Most of the Crawlers had the Forerunner Pistols that Michelle had read about, the name slipped her mind, and they were too concerned about dodging the human's bullets than aiming at the human.

"Move it, Corporal, or we're leaving you!" Sterling shouted, slamming the door shut and passing the SAW through the back window to Howell. "Here, keep them off of us!" He turned on the ignition, and revved the engine. "What's it going to be, Corporal?" he asked, as a few orange bolts pelted the side of his truck.

Michelle's pistols clicked dry. Swearing, she threw them down, and turned and ran toward the truck, For those few moments, she forgot about her Elite comrade, and her instincts were trying to keep her alive. She dove into the back with Howell, and tore the machine gun out of his hands, much to the rich man's dismay.

"Go!" she shouted, firing off the rest of the clip at the Prometheans. The truck began speeding away just as some Knights joined the Crawlers, one of them with an Incineration Cannon at the ready.

Several seconds passed, and they were several hundred yards away from the enemies. Michelle sighed and lowered the weapon. The Prometheans, they had come from the exact same direction that Getu had went. That didn't seem like a good sign. The Prometheans and Getu might have had an encounter, and if the Prometheans were the ones to come back, then that means that...

Howell seemed to read her thoughts, and placed his hand on her shoulder. "It's okay," he told her, trying to hide his own worry. "He's out there somewhere, looking for us. He's smart. He'll find us."

Michelle shook her head. "No, we're driving down the road at fifty-miles an hour. Even if he's an Elite, there's no way he'll be able to find us. He might not even be..."

She didn't finish her sentence, and the two of them sat in silence. The entire time their thoughts were on their missing ally, the one that they might never see again.
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The truck slowly came to a stop at the radio station, and three ODSTs approached it. They had SAWs in their hands, and looked formidable enough to take out anything that was thrown at them, until Michelle exploded out of the car.

"We have to go back!" she shouted, starting to run off in the direction that they had come from. "We need to find Getu!"

Howell showed a great display of his unrealized speed when he lashed out his hand and caught Michelle's arm, stopping her in her tracks. "We can't go back," he told her, "the place was over run by Prometheans. We had to retreat. Going back would only be suicide."

Michelle broke free from his grasp, and glared at him. "So what? He's my friend. Why would I leave him along out there without at least trying to help him? Is that what friends are for?" Seconds passed and Howell didn't answer, instead looking down at his feet. Michelle huffed, and started walking down the road.

"Hold it right there, Corporal," Sterling ordered, stepping out of his vehicle. "I don't care whether you feel obliged to rescue your friend or not. I can't let you go. If you go out there and manage not to get yourself killed, all you'll do is draw the bastards here."

"Listen, Sergeant," Michelle said, folding her arms and taking a step in offense toward the ODST. "I don't care what you want me to do. Getu is my friend, and I'm going to do everything in my power to make sure he stays alive. Do you understand me?"

Sterling nodded, but still pointed back to the radio station building. "Yeah, I understand. I know what it's like to feel the need to save your friends, your teammates, but sometimes you just can't do it because it'll put more people at risk. Sometimes, you have to make the sacrifice."

Michelle stared at him. Then she pulled her pistols out of their resting place, and shook her head. "I don't care what you say. I'm going after him and that's final." She turned to leave, but Sterling motioned to the two ODSTs outside and they blocked her path.

"Look, Corporal, I'm giving you two options," Sterling told her. "You can either go after him, without our aid and you can never come back here again. Or, you can stay here, which I recommend, and get evacuated with the rest of our unit when we leave. Which I also highly recommend."

"Those are my options?"

"Yes."

"And you'll agree with what I choose?"

Sterling nodded.

"...well then." Michelle turned back down the road, and began walking. "It was nice knowing you. Thanks for the ride. Sorry we didn't get to our date." She cast a look over at her shoulder, toward the fat rich man watching the scene in silence. "Howell? Are you coming?"

Howell frowned. "Michelle...I don't want to let you go on your own...but I don't want you to pass up this opportunity." He motioned to Sterling and the ODSTs. "This is our ticket out of this mess. We hole up here with them, then there's no more running and shooting and praying that we don't get killed during the night. This is safety."

"So...you're staying?"

"In a nutshell, yes."

Michelle nodded, and faced down the road again. "I'm sorry to hear that. I'll admit, I was kind of hoping that you would be willing to come along. You might not be the best shot, and you do sneak some of our food at night, but you were great company. I'm going-"

"What the hell is going on out here?" Another ODST, clad in her armor, walked out of the radio station, with her arms folded across her chest. "I hear a bunch of shouting, and then I come out here and what do I see? This Marine woman and this..." she regarded Howell with a hint of disgust in her tone, "...this random guy."

Sterling shrugged. "Sorry, Captain Meyers," he apologized with a salute. "These are the two people that I found at that rest stop. I told you about them on the radio."

Captain Meyers nodded. "I remember. That should've been that. We found two people, and now they're stuck here with us. What's all the shouting about?"

"She," Sterling pointed at Michelle, "wants to leave to go after one of her friends that we had to leave behind. I tried to stop her, but she has her mind set on finding him."

"Yes, I do," Michelle added. "And it's rude to point, Sterling."

"Shut you mouth, Corporal," Meyers snapped, shooting a glance at the Marine. "As long as you're here, and I outrank you, then you will do as I say. There are no other alternatives." She looked over to Howell. "Same goes for you, civilian. You want to stay alive, then stay out of the way and don't cause us trouble."

Howell raised his hands in defense. "Jesus, lady. Back off."

That was not the right thing to say at the moment. "What did you just tell me to do, civilian? Did you just tell me to back off?"

"Well...um..."

"Look, civilian. I've had to put up with a bunch of shit over the past few weeks, and you're just adding to the list." Meyers looked over at her troops and motioned to Michelle and Howell. "Take them into the station. Supply them with food and water. If they cause you any trouble, then detain them."

"No," Michelle protested, raising her voice at the superior officer. "I'm going to find Getu. You do whatever the hell you want, but you're not going to stop me."

"Do not raise your voice at me, Corporal," Meyers snapped, just like a mother would at her child. "You are under my command, and you will do as I say. Smith, Jenkins," the ODST Captain looked at the two soldiers blocking Michelle from leaving. "Take them inside. If the Corporal here still won't cooperate, then use force if necessary. And do not disturb me again!"

Meyers stormed off, hands on her hip and metaphorical smoke coming out of her ears. She slammed the door behind her as she entered, and several seconds later there was a crash from within.

Everyone standing outside stood in silence, sharing glances with each other and trying to act as if that whole encounter was a normal occurrence...which it was. Smith and Jenkins lowered their weapons, and shrugged. "Well, that happened," commented Jenkins.

Michelle nodded, and walked right past them. "Yes. Yes, it did. But that's not going to stop me."

"Hey, stop right there, lady!" snapped Smith. He raised his Battle Rifle at her, keeping the crosshairs on her back. "We're under strict orders to not let you leave. So...don't leave. We'll shoot."

Sterling pushed the other ODST's gun down. "Back off. She just lost one of her best friends." He looked at Michelle and shook his head. "You can go if you want; I'm done trying to get you to stay here. All I'm asking now is that you stay a little while longer so we can get to know each other better...before you die."

Michelle sighed. He could've made that sound a little better. Could've taken out that last little bit of optimism there at the end. "What are you after exactly? Are you going to buy me a beer or something? That's classic."

"Actually, that's what I had in mind," Sterling replied, removing his helmet and tucking it under his arm. "After all, you running off and getting killed would kill that date we were going to have, so I'll have to go with the next best thing. I'll even give one to this rich bastard if you want," he added, patting Howell on the shoulder.

Several thoughts crossed through Michelle's head. She could simply go and find Getu alone, which these two idiot guards would probably try to prevent. Or, she could get Howell and Sterling boozed up and get them to come with her.

Really, it was no contest.

"Fine," Michelle said, sliding her pistols into their holsters. "I'll stay for only one drink, and that's it."

* * *

><p>"Ha, one drink my ass," Howell muttered an hour later. The three of them were sitting inside of the main lobby of the radio station, which had been transformed into a pseudo-bar. Ammo crates sat on the ground with folding chairs and camping stools around them, and the lobby desk had been turned into the counter.<p>

Howell glared at the two soldiers, who were sitting at a table that was covered in empty beer bottles. Michelle and Sterling were so stoned, that they could be called friggin' boulders. "Hm...boulders, I like what I did there. I'm going to write that down in my witty remarks book," the rich bastard muttered to himself, and took another sip of his whiskey.

The Marine and the ODST were engaged in drunken story telling. Trust me, it's only funny if it's not you.

"...and then she said, 'That wasn't a cow. That was a cat!'" Sterling slurred out, and then he and Michelle burst out into a hammered laughter. "A cat! That's hilarious!" He looked over at Howell. "It's fucking hilarious, right?"

The rich man smiled and politely nodded, even though his heart was not in it. "Yes, fucking hilarious. You are aware that you've told that same joke three times in a row, yes?"

"Ah, screw you, Howell," Michelle snapped. "You've never been any fun, you're just a stick in the mud that eats all of our food."

Sterling snickered to himself, his drunken brain proud of itself after concocting his next quip. "He's not a stick. He's fat. He's like a log or a tree or something like that!"

The two wasted soldier then broke out into laughter.

Howell sighed. "Oh dear God," he muttered, before setting his empty whiskey down. "If you two inane drunks are going to talk about something, Don't talk about me. Talk about something that I can use to make fun of you later. What about high school stories? Those are always the best."

"No!" Michelle jumped to her feet, and slammed her half-filled beer bottle to the ground. "No! No! No! I'm not gonna talk about no high school..." she screamed, her words blurred together. "No!" Michelle walked...okay, staggered toward the door, only to pass out part of the way there. She was out cold on the ground.

There was silence for several seconds._ She seemed rather... reluctant... to share her high school stories,_ Howell noted. _I'll have to ask about that later. Maybe make some jokes about it as well._

"...the next time we're in a combat situation," Howell then said, staring at Michelle. She was the one that kept them going, and now she was taken down by several bottles of beer. That didn't exactly strike up confidence in Howell. "I'm going to remember this scene and pray for my soul."

Sterling was laughing at the sight. He leaned back in his chair, unable to contain himself. The ODSTs laughed so hard that he fell backward, and joined Michelle on the floor. He too, had passed out.

Howell looked back and forth between the two unconscious humans, and sighed. "Seriously, am I the only one that can hold their alcohol?" He complained, rising from his stool and walking over to the sleeping Marine. "Come on, Michelle, wake up. I'm taking you back to our room."

"I didn't..." Michelle muttered in her drunken sleep. "It was Sarah...we didn't..." She moaned when Howell kicked her in the stomach with the point of his boot. "Whazzat?" she asked, eyes flying open. "Wha's happenin'?"

"You got completely drunk," replied Howell, offering his hand to her. "Chances are, you're probably still drunk and haven't heard a single word I said." She took his hand, and Howell helped her to her feet. The minute he released her hand, she fell back to the ground. "Yep. That proves my theory."

* * *

><p>After putting Michelle to bed in their slapdash room, which was just an old storage room outfitted with a few sleeping bags and no pillows, Howell walked the halls of the radio station. Pictures of the radio hosts lined the walls, watching anyone who passed through their corridor.<p>

Most of the hosts appeared to be rather serious in the pictures, but occasionally there would be one that was cracking a smile or making a peace sign at the camera. Howell read the names of the radio personalities as he passed, finding absolutely no surprise that he hadn't heard of a single one of them.

There was a blank space in the row of pictures where another portrait should have been, but it was empty. The rectangular discoloration on the wall indicate that the picture had been there for a while at one point in time, but now it was nowhere in sight.

"Louis Grant," Howell muttered to himself, reading the name on the bronze square mounted just below the discoloration. "Never heard of him."

_I'll probably never will hear of this man again. After all, with most of humanity dead, who's going to remember someone who simply sat around in this stuffy old building and talked into a microphone?_

A pop echoed throughout the narrow hall, snapping him from his thoughts. His rich person sixth sense kicked in, recognizing it as a bottle of champagne.

_I need to find this bottle,_ Howell thought. _After all, it's been a while since I've had champagne. __My palette is dying for something refined. Something to get the taste of these MREs out of my mouth. __I hope it's some of the good kind __of wine__, not any of that gas station crap. Maybe I'll get lucky and it'll be from the Howell family vineyard._

The fat rich man set to work, seeking out the source of the champagne. Each time he opened a door, he felt his heart swell with anticipation, his taste buds longing for the smooth flavor of what he hoped was some Merlot, but all he found was empty rooms and a random male ODST messing around with a random female ODST.

Howell passed by a digital bulletin board, covered with news stories. Several pages littered the screen, each of them reports on events that happened before the giant Promethean apocalypse. A nine-year-old boy was killed in a car crash with the police commissioner. The Insurrectionists had continued protests after the war, but most of them had been nonviolent due to the loss of their radical leaders during the Covenant invasions. Howell sulked at one headline: _Howell Industries Workers Strike Continues!_

That strike was what had brought him all the way out to Nevada in the first place. He needed to get away from the press and find a safe place to hole up in case things got violent. Also, a trip to Vegas never hurt anybody.

Another headline didn't impress him that much, _Hope for Inter-species Peace, _but it was the picture that went with it that caused his jaw to drop.

A Marine woman was posing with an Elite clad in crimson armor. She was riding on the Elite's shoulder, and the Elite was holding onto her feet in one hand so she wouldn't fall off. Both of them seemed happy. The woman was smiling. The Elite...well, Howell guessed that it would be smiling if it had a lower jaw; the spark of joy in its dull eyes attested to that.

He knew both of them.

It was Michelle and Getu.

Howell tapped the story on the bulletin board, and the news article expanded to to it's full size; roughly equal to the size of a datapad. He briefly read through the story.

_...UNSC Corporal Michelle Collins poses with her long-time friend Sangheili Major Getu Sel'gath at the Human-Sangheili peace talks held in the former state of Nevada. The pair became became closely acquainted after Sel'gath, along with an unidentified Unggoy, saved Collins from a wrecked Bumblebee-Class lifeboat. Sel'gath and Collins set a perfect example of how things could be after the..._

"So that's why she was so dead set on going back for the Elite," mused Howell, stroking his chin. "He saved her life, and she wants to return the favor..." His stomach twisted into knots as he recalled how he had been to concerned with keeping himself alive rather than assisting the person that was giving up so much just to take him with her.

Michelle and Getu had to give up food and water, amongst other things, that they didn't have to share with him. But they did it anyway, because they were good people. And then he had to come along and completely blow them off.

He could see his faint reflection on the board's screen, and Howell frowned at it. It wasn't the face of a truly grateful man, it was that of a complete jerk. Someone who would ditch the people that were being nice to him.

"Hmph," he muttered. "Thurston Howell is a fair man," he told himself. "I always repay those who help me with equal compensation." He knew that deep down it was a lie. All he had to do was look over to the left, at the article about the Howell Industries strikes.

Those people worked long and hard to ensure that Howell's company stayed afloat, and they did a damn good job doing it. But CEO McGreedy Howell had to slowly decrease their wages to earn even more of a profit.

He lowered his head and closed his eyes. "I'm a thief. A greedy, lying, no good, dirty rotten thief," he said, running a hand through his graying hair. "But even in spite of that, I'm still here. So many people had to die, but the mean and the cruel are the ones that survive."

A door creaked open, and the form of Captain Meyers leaned out of the recording room, where so many famous radio hosts had earned the fame. "Hey, you!" Meyers snapped, pointing at him. In her other hand was a champagne bottle.

Ah, so that's where that pop came from.

"I want to talk to you. I need...information about you and your lady friend." The ODST paused, and lowered her finger. "There's also some champagne, if you want a drink."

"Merlot?"

"Chardonnay."

"Dammit. Eh, it'll still do the job."

Meyers held the door for him, and handed him a plastic cup. "Believe it or not, but wine glasses aren't standard equipment in radio stations. That means that we'll be drinking from the same type of cups that teenagers use at parties."

"Charming," Howell replied, holding his cup toward her. "Back when I was a teenager, I didn't have to worry about my father catching us using alcohol. All I had to do was bribe him with some of my allowance, and I was off the hook."

"Wow. I wish my dad was that easy," Meyers said a hint of admiration in her voice as she poured Howell his wine. "But he was in law enforcement. When he caught me drinking alcohol, he wouldn't let me drink anything but water for the next year. He actually gave me a breathalyzer test three times a day, one after each meal."

Howell nodded politely when his cup was half-full of wine. "Yes, that does seem a bit obsessive. My father was also obsessive. He was just obsessed with money, not on my sobriety."

The older man found it interesting that Meyers had lost the bravado that she had shown earlier that day. First she was all blood and thunder, now she was making small talk. While he wasn't exactly out to make friends with her, having connections to the leader of an ODST squad had to have its perks in the future, right?

"I would like to propose a toast," Howell said, raising his glass...er, cup. "To us, now able to partake in heavy drinking without fearing the wrath of our parents." Meyers chuckled lightly, and they toasted. "Now, I believe that you have some questions that you want to ask me."

The ODST Captain tilted her head, and shrugged. "Actually, that was just an incentive to get you in here. I was lonely, and I needed someone to talk to. Someone that wasn't in the military, so I could hold and unprofessional conversation with them. Also, I wanted to apologize for acting like a bitch earlier."

Howell took a sip of his wine and nodded. "I see." He hadn't exactly accepted the apology. He still thought that she was a bitch. "Very well, I have some questions that I wish to ask you." He was formulating a plan. Hopefully something that would help him help Michelle. "Are you open for questioning?"

Meyers nodded. "I guess. I have nothing better to do on this Saturday night, which is totally sad."

"Indeed," the rich man replied, before immediately launching into his questions. "How long have you been in the ODSTs? How long did you fight in the war?"

"I've only been an ODST for about thirteen years," Meyers replied. "But I was fighting in the war for roughly sixteen."

"Interesting. Did you have any friends or family fighting?"

Meyers sighed and nodded, her eyes now distant and focused on the memories. "My college friends and I were all in the same unit at first. My sister was a technician on the UNSC _Grafton_."

"Did you lose anyone you cared about?"

"I lost everyone. My friends were killed in our very first combat mission. The Grafton was shot down on Reach." Tears were forming on the edge of her eyes.

Howell felt bad for bringing these haunting memories back to her, but he was trying to help his friend out. Sometimes you have to hurt someone's feelings for your own gain, as his father had told him many times. "And you felt helpless because you wished to help them?"

"My friends saved my life twice during the mission. Carly took a beam for me, and the rest died making sure that I got out alive. I was carrying the intel that we needed." She reached up and wiped her eyes, praying that the windows of the recording studio were tinted so her troops couldn't see her like this.

"You wanted to help them, but you couldn't," Howell reasoned. _For an ODST, she opens up pretty easily,_ he thought. _Most people would've already snapped or kept it clammed up inside of them._ "Someone was preventing you from helping."

She nodded. "It was our Sergeant at the time. He wouldn't let me go back and help them, saying that our number one priority was getting the intel back to base." Meyers downed the last of the wine, and crushed her cup in her hand as if it were her Sergeant's head. "Avery Johnson was his name," she said, dropping the cup to the ground. "I was glad when I heard that he bit the dust."

"So you're mad because you couldn't return the favor to your friends who saved your life?"

"I was mad. But it's all behind me now. Can I ask why you're asking all these questions?"

Howell opened the door, and motioned for her to exit. "Let me show you." He led her to the bulletin board, and tapped the news story of Michelle and Getu. "That's Michelle's friend right there," he said, resisting the urge to make a smart-ass remark. "He's the one that's got the mandibles." Oh well, some things you can't hold in.

"So...she's friends with a hingehead?"

"That was my reaction too, but I kept it in my head," said Howell. He pointed to the text of the story. "Getu saved her life, and Michelle wants to return the favor, but you won't let her. It's the exact same thing that you had to deal with. Only this time, you have the choice to give her a different outcome."

Meyers read over the story, and folded her arms. "What exactly do you want, civilian?"

"I want you to allow Michelle and I, and perhaps some ODSTs for protection, to hunt down her friend," Howell answered. "Even if Getu is dead, Michelle would be satisfied with the closure. She just wants to know whether or not her friend is alive. At least give her that."

The ODST rubbed her chin. She actually seemed to be thinking it over.

Howell felt his heart rise. This could be how he repays Michelle. She might actually be in his debt after this. Getu too.

"Well, I'm not going to up and let you go off on a suicidal mission, especially with my ODSTs," Meyers said several moments later. "However, if you do me a favor, I'll let you go look for your friend. But I'm not permitting any of my ODSTs on the search."

"Why not?"

"Because, Smith and Jenkins are idiots, Sterling is unpredictable, and Kayley and Keith..." She looked over to the door where Howell had walked in on the two ODSTs messing around with each other. Soft moans could be heard from the hall. "Let's just say that their energy gets spent on other things."

"What is the favor?" Howell asked, tossing his now empty cup to the floor. "I'm sure that we can handle it."

Meyers tapped the bulletin board screen, and selected a few options. It changed into a map, displaying satellite imagery of the surrounding area. It hadn't been updated recently, since the satellites had been shot down.

She put her finger on one part of the screen, over a small town. "This is the town of Payson. When we were first shipped out over here to look for survivors, we set up a small bunker in the vault of the bank. There was weapons, ammo, and armor. Kayley sealed the vault and changed the password and snagged the master keys"

Meyers pulled a small slip of paper and a plastic card out of her pocket and handed it to Howell. "Here they are. What I want you to do is get our supplies back here for us."

Howell took the password and key, and shrugged. "Doesn't sound that hard. I assume there's a catch," he added, making sure that he didn't jinx himself.

"Naturally," Meyers told him, much to the rich man's dismay. "The town is overrun with scavngers and those alien bastards, and-"

"Prometheans."

"What?"

"The aliens are called Prometheans, according to Michelle," Howell said. Then he was surprised at himself for pointing out some small detail like that.

Meyers rolled her eyes. "Whatever. The town is a war zone. Scavengers on...Prometheans. Take a guess who's winning. The scavengers are focused only on their survival, and will kill other humans just to make sure they'll live another day."

"Yes, we met some of those. Real jackasses."

"Indeed. The scavengers are hostile to us. They attacked Sterling and Smith the last time we tried for the supplies. They didn't even get halfway through the town before they were forced to fall back."

Howell then had a good question. "If you were so concerned about our safety while searching for Getu, why are you going to send us through a war zone? That doesn't add up. We'll still do it, but I'd like to know what logic you're using."

Meyers shrugged. "Well, before I got nothing out of it. This way, I get our supplies. She smiled and walked away before asking a question over her shoulder. "Why bother letting people do something unless you get something out of it?"

"That's sounds like something my father would say," he muttered.

* * *

><p><strong>Sorry for the long delay for this chapter. Life kept getting in the way...stupid life. Go away. I liked it before I had one.<strong>

**I'm looking for a beta for this story, someone who's not afraid to completely tear these chapters apart. If you're up for it, shoot me a PM.**

**Just one more thing, as Columbo would say. I had this random idea that might be awesome or might be stupid. I've been thinking about perhaps making a community or something like that, and having other stories from other authors set in this Promethean Apocalypse. You know, having a bunch of stories set in the same Alternate Universe. Let me know if you like it. Let me know if you don't like it.**

**Also, the name of the radio station was based off of the one that I was listening to as I wrote this; 106.9 The Light. If there's anyone else out there that listens to it, you get a virtual cookie. If not, then more for me. :)**

**Peace out!**


End file.
